The paper aims to assess the relative importance of participation and unemployment and the interaction between them in affecting the evolution of employment rates of young graduates in selected European countries. The Taylor formula is used to read the behaviour of employment rates in terms of movements in activity and unemployment rates. Using this analytical procedure, the comparison between the selected countries underscores two aspects in particular: the progressive isolation of Italy, due to the poor results of the reform of the higher education system at the end of the 1990s, and the widespread progress within the female segments. On a more general plane, the heterogeneity of European labour markets for young graduates assumes new characteristics in the decade but-it is argued-it remains significant. The relative importance of participation and unemployment, the impact of the reforms of the higher education system, the reaction to the crisis of the late 2000s, and the gender aspects sharply differentiate the evolution of young graduate employment in the individual countries.
Introduction
Matching the demand for and supply of labour generally presents more difficulties for the youth segments of the labour force. The size of the gap between youth and overall unemployment rates, particularly in a number of European countries, has already been stressed in OECD [1] for the purpose of policy interventions. Delayed entry into the labour markets in turn contributes, albeit to very differing extents, to generally lower employment rates for young people than those for more central age groups.
The issues of training and education and access to the labour market have been constant features in all subsequent steps of the employment policy of the European Union. 1 To facilitate access to the labour market was a crucial indication within one of the four "pillars"-employability-of the European Employment Strategy, first designed in 1997. The aim to adapt "Europe's education and training systems both to the demands of the knowledge society and to the need for an improved level and quality of employment" was a key point in the Presidency Conclusions of the Lisbon European Council of 23 and 24 March 2000. Again, to invest in human capital, "raising educational levels and developing an adaptable workforce suited to the challenges of a knowledge-based economy", was one of the four key requirements stressed in the Report of the Employment Taskforce established by the European Heads of State and Government in 2003 [2] . Finally the three priorities of smart, sustainable and inclusive growth of the current "Europe 2020 Strategy" are founded on seven "flagship initiatives", one of which is in fact "'Youth on the move' to enhance the performance of education systems and to facilitate the entry of young people to the labour market".
So far, at the macro level, this attention has not produced widespread, uniform progress in the employment of young people in the European Union. The aim of this paper is to focus on a specific segment of the youth la-bour force, young graduates aged 20 -24 and 25 -29, and to analyze the evolution of their employment rates in the decade from 2000 to 2010 in six (rather similar in many respects) European countries: Belgium, Germany, Spain, France, Italy and the United Kingdom. The choice of the focus on employment rates is motivated both by the fact that the gap between youth and overall employment rates generally increases with the level of education and by the interest in some results of the broader process of reform of the higher education system that started at the end of 1990s, the so-called Bologna Process, which many European countries have joined. 2 A distinct and no less important reason for our focus on employment rates is the belief that this is the variable that best synthesizes the performance of labour markets.
The initial positions of the six countries and the evolution over the decade of the employment of young graduates show great differences. The micro approach to the analysis of the many issues connected with the employment of young graduates is the main framework in the literature on these themes. 3 In this paper we choose a macro approach and we will follow the evolution of the employment rates in the six European countries through the movements and interaction of activity and unemployment rates. In addition to a series of specific characteristics of the single countries, two main aspects emerge and will be stressed in our analysis. The first is the progressive isolation of Italy, the particular declines it has experienced in young graduate employment in both age groups, and the connection with the Italian reform of the higher education system. The second is the gender comparison, the progress of female segments and some reduction in the heterogeneity of women's position within our selected countries.
Section 2 provides a brief overview of European employment rates by age group and highest levels of educational attainment. In Section 3 we develop an analytical procedure for reading the behaviour of employment in terms of movements in activity and unemployment rates. After defining a simple relation between the three crucial labour market variables-the employment rate, activity rate and unemployment rate-we utilize the Taylor formula to decompose the change in employment in each period into two effects that measure the contribution of activity and unemployment rates to the evolution of employment. Section 4 applies this construction to underscore the rather different characteristics of the evolution of employment rates of young graduates in our selected countries. Section 5 concludes.
European Employment Rates: An Overview
Despite the attention devoted by European employment policy to the performance of youth labour markets, the employment rate of young people aged 20 -24 in the total 27 countries of the European Union in 2010 is almost 30 percentage points below that of the 40 -44 age group ( Table 1) . This gap is the most significant benchmark for assessing the performance of youth labour markets, since the low or very low levels of the employment rates for more advanced age groups contribute to reducing the differences between the segments of young people aged 20 -24 and the entire 20 -64 population. Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom), the gap in employment rates for the 20 -24 and 40 -44 age groups narrows slightly, to 27 percentage points. Employment rates by the highest level of educational attainment show similarities and differences in the age groups considered in Table 1 . Education is classified on the basis of the International Standard Classification ISCED 97. ISCED level 0 -2 includes pre-primary, primary and lower secondary education; ISCED 3 -4 covers upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education; and ISCED 5 -6 represents tertiary education. In each age group, employment rates increase with levels of education, and the increase is greater with more advanced age groups. In the EU 27 area, the rate of employment of young people aged 20 -24 with tertiary education is almost 10 percentage points higher than that of young people with the lowest level of education. In the 60 -64 age group the difference in the employment rates of people with the highest and the lowest levels of education rises to almost 24 percentage points.
If higher education is associated with higher employment, the gap between the rates of employment in the 20 -24 and 40 -44 age groups increases with the level of education. The gap is about 18 points at the ISCED 0 -2 level and rises to over 30 points at the ISCED 3 -4 and 5 -6 levels. Thus, looking at the European Union as a whole, in each age group university graduates have the highest level of employment, but the gap between the employment rates of graduates aged 20 -24 and those aged 40 -44 suggests there are major difficulties for young people with the highest level of education in reaching the standard levels of employment of people in the central age group with this qualification. Slightly better results emerge from the EU15.
Obviously, rather different results are observed among graduates aged 25 -29. In both the EU27 and EU15 areas, employment rates are now significantly closer to those for the 40 -44 age group. The gaps, however, are still 9.4 and 9.1 percentage points, respectively. This certainly indicates the persistence of some difficulty in matching the supply of and demand for labour and/or delayed entry into the labour market within this age group as well.
This overview masks deep differences between the member states of the Union, and the heterogeneity of the EU27 and EU15 areas also expresses itself in very different performances for individual youth labour markets. We focus our analysis on six countries in the EU15 area: Belgium, Germany, Spain, France, Italy and the United Kingdom. The availability of data makes it possible to track the evolution of employment of young graduates in these countries between 2000 and 2010. The position at the beginning of the decade, the characteristics of the evolution over the decade, the reaction to the crisis of the late 2000s sharply differentiate the six countries. Overall, we will see that progress is limited and some involutions are source of concern.
The Evolution of Employment Rates: A Geometrical Representation
To follow the evolution of employment through the changes in activity and unemployment rates, let us define the function
where e is the employment rate (the ratio between employed workers and the population), a is the activity rate (the ratio between the labour force and the population), and u is the unemployment rate (the ratio between unemployed workers and the labour force). Equation (3.1) simply derives from the definition of the three variables, and each variable can naturally be expressed as a function of the other two. Thus no causal relationship is implied by this equation. Equation (3.1) is only the basis for an interesting reading of the interaction between the decisions of individuals and firms (decisions that we choose to observe through the activity and unemployment rates) in determining the employment rate. On the other hand, considering the employment rate as the key variable for evaluating the performance of the labour market motivates the decision to focus on the employment rate and therefore to read its evolution in terms of the movements in the activity and unemployment rates.
Let us now follow the changes in the employment rate in each period using the Taylor formula applied to function f:
Since function f is a quadratic equation, the Taylor Formula (3.2) is composed of only two terms: the first order differential and a second order correction. Obviously, Equation (3.2) can be applied to periods of any length. We will follow the evolution of employment year by year and thus apply Equation (3.2) to annual changes in employment rates.
Ignoring for the moment the second order correction, the first order differential
gives the contribution of the movements in activity and unemployment rates to the evolution of employment in each period. The weights attached to these movements, f a   and f u   , are given by the components of the gradient of the function f, i.e. the partial derivative of function f with respect to a and u:
The change in the employment rate in each period t can thus be decomposed into the change in the activity rate in period t, weighted by the quota of employed workers in the labour force in the period t -1, plus the change in the unemployment rate in period t, weighted by the (negative of the) activity rate in period t -1:
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Equation (3.4) therefore provides a reading of the evolution of employment through the interaction between the activity and unemployment rates. Since the extent to which a rise in the activity rate translates into a rise in employment is given by the quota of the employed in the labour force, the lower the unemployment rate, the greater the effect on employment of the change in the activity rate. We define the component
as the "activity rate effect" on employment. The effect gives the contribution of the activity rate to the change in employment. Symmetrically, the extent to which a decrease in the unemployment rate translates into a rise in employment is given by the quota of active people in the population. The higher this quota, the greater the effect on employment of a decrease in the unemployment rate. We define the component   f u u a u      as the "unemployment rate effect", which gives the contribution of the unemployment rate to the change in employment.
As to the second order correction, given Equation (3.1), we have:
It seems appropriate to read the second order correction as a residuum, that expresses a direct interaction of the movements of the two variables, the activity and unemployment rates, in affecting the change in employment. The lower the turbulence within each period, i.e. the smaller the changes a and u, the smaller the residuum.
A final point. The length of the gradient vector is obviously likely to differ in each period. This makes it impossible to have a visible comparison of the weights f a   and f u   between periods. To geometrically compare the weights and to follow their evolution over time, let us refer to the normalized gradient
is the norm of the gradient.
The vector in 3.6 (which we will indicate with v) is a unit vector in the same direction of the gradient. The properties of v put vector 3.6 in a circle whose centre is the origin of the axes and radius 1. The changing position of the v vector in the fourth quadrant indicates how the weights evolve over time. Rotation of the vector towards the x-axis, which measures the normalized weight
The opposite holds if the vector rotates towards the yaxis, which measures the normalized weight f u   .
Employment Rates of Young Graduates: A Comparison between Six European Countries

Graduates Aged 20 -24
Deep differences characterize the level and evolution of the employment rates of young graduates aged 20 -24 in the six countries covered by our analysis 4 . In 2000 graduates aged 20 -24 exhibit employment rates of around 80% in Belgium, Germany and the UK, and rates just above 45% in Spain, France, and Italy ( Table 2) . At the end of decade Italy remains totally isolated in the collapse in its employment rate. The differences between the other countries appear to have narrowed, and France and, to a lesser extent, Spain record some progress compared with 2000 levels. As to the paths followed in the decade (Figure 1 ), rapid growth is sharply interrupted in Spain in the late 2000s, while in France a significant decrease is observed only in 2010. Relative stability characterizes Germany and, until 2007, the United Kingdom. Italy and Belgium exhibit the greatest reductions in unemployment rates. In particular a real collapse occurs in Italy around the middle of the decade.
Gender differences deserve special attention. In 2000 the female employment rate was lower than the male rate only in Spain. In 2010, female rates are higher than male rates in all countries. These data appear all the more relevant when one considers that in 2010 the number of female graduates in each of the six countries is signifycantly larger than the number of male graduates. 5 Having noted this, in Spain the rapid growth of female employment more than compensates for the drastic fall in the male rate in the final years of the 2000s. The opposite pattern is observed in France, where male employment growth does not seem to be affected by the crisis. Among female graduates, moreover, the impact of the crisis in France is observed only in 2010. Finally, in Italy, the rate of employment falls drastically in both gender segments.
What contribution do the activity and unemployment rate effects make to the movements in employment and how has the interaction between activity and unemployment rates worked over the decade? Table 3 decomposes the changes in each year of employment rates for each gender into the activity and unemployment rate effects and the second order corrections. Table 4 sums the two effects and the second order corrections in each year for the period [2000] [2001] [2002] [2003] [2004] [2005] [2006] [2007] , that is before the impact of the crisis, and for the period 2008-2010, after the impact of the crisis. In both tables, all the changes, effects and weights are expressed in percentage points.
One aspect is common to all countries: the extent to which a change in the activity rate translates into a change in the employment rate is generally higher than the extent to which a change in the unemployment rate translates into a change in the employment rate. The quota of employed in the labour force is generally higher than the quota of the active people in the population, thus the activity rate effect is generally stronger than the unemployment rate effect. That said, the strength of the two effects remains quite different among the countries. Before examining the specific characteristics of each country, it is worth returning to the Equation (3.4) for a number of considerations.
The reading of the changes in employment through Equation (3.4) makes two simple facts very clear. The impact on employment of a reduction in the unemployment rate u depends on the participation rate a. Only if the latter were equal to unity would a reduction in u be accompanied by an equal increase in e, whereas low or very low participation rates constitute a rigid constraint for the contribution that a decrease in unemployment can make to increasing employment. In these circumstances, even a hypothetical zero unemployment rate would not significantly increase the employment rate. This second scenario is definitely closer to what we observe in some of the countries examined, and poses special problems for policy. On the other hand, an increase in participation in itself does not increase employment. But (assuming a constant population), if an increase in participation is accompanied by an increase in employment, the rate of employment increases even if the rate of unemployment rises. This implies
i.e. that the activity rate effect is greater than the unemployment rate effect. This is an important fact: a rise in participation can increase the employment rate even if the unemployment rate rises, a fact that emphasizes the stimulus that an increase in participation, and therefore in the labour supply, exerts on employment. Processes of this kind are observed in France.
Turning to the specific characteristics of the evolution of employment in individual countries, let us start with the country that shows the greatest stability, namely Germany. 6 Overall, the limited reduction in the employment rate over the decade (-3.1 percentage points) is linked to a negative activity rate effect. The negative unemployment rate effect in the years 2008-2010 is rather small and almost cancels out the limited positive effect over the previous period. The ratio between the weights (1 -u) and a remains almost constant (around 1.08) and the vector of the normalized weights, v, shows minimal movements (the normalized weights were 0.74 -0.68 in 2000 and are 0.74 -0.67 in 2010).
Until 2007, the evolution of male employment in United Kingdom is rather similar to what we have observed in Germany. Employment decreases somewhat in these years, due to a negative activity rate effect. But, unlike Germany, the impact of the crisis is strong in United Kingdom and gives rise to a sharply negative nemployment rate effect in 2008-2009. Male participau Two countries-Spain and France-record an increase in the total employment rate in the decade, but its dimension and gender composition are quite different. In Spain, both the activity and unemployment rate effects increase employment significantly over 2000-2007 in both gender segments. The unemployment effect is considerably higher among female graduates, which makes the largest contribution to female employment growth in these years. Then, the impact of the crisis on both the participation and, mainly, unemployment rates of male graduates is very substantial. The two effects accompany a fall in the male employment rate well below the level of 2000, and the ratio between the weights (1 -y) and x decreases to 1.15 in 2009. The activity and unemployment rate effects are comparatively much less negative among women. Thus the small increase in Spain's total rate of employment in the decade (+1%) is due to the overall growth in female employment in the decade, supported by positive values for the two effects (but in particular by the reduction in unemployment).
France displays a rather different evolution. A strong activity rate effect drives employment in both gender segments in the period 2000-2007. It is interesting to note that, overall in the period, a positive activity rate effect accompanies a negative unemployment rate effect among male graduates. Male participation continues to grow in the years 2008-2010 and joins a negative unemployment rate effect. In these years the positive activity rate effect also remains predominant in the male segment. On their part, female graduates suffer the impact of the crisis. Participation falls significantly and the negative activity rate effect over the years 2008-2010 is quite stronger than the negative unemployment rate effect. Overall, however, the female employment rate also increases over the decade (+5.1 percentage points) and the increase, like that in the male segment, is largely driven by the activity rate effect. The growth in particiation lowers the ratio between the weights (1 -u) and a p in both gender segments, and the vector v moves towards the x-axis. It is worth emphasizing that the increases in participation strengthen the unemployment rate effect over the decade. French graduates make the greatest progress in matching supply and demand in the young graduate labour markets. In particular, as regards the male segment, the growth in the number of graduates (+20% over the decade) 7 , the growth in the activity rate and absorption by the demand side have formed a rather virtuous circle. The educational system and the requirements of the demand side appear to be successfully integrated in the decade. Naturally, the collapse in participation weakens the unemployment rate effect. At the end of the decade, unemployment is over 20 percent in both gender segments, but even if the unemployment rate were to fall to zero, while the activity rate remained constant at the 2010 level, the male employment rate would increase by only 6.4 percentage points and would reach just 28%! The weakness of Italian performance at the start of 2000s worsens so much as to place Italy in a totally isolated position among the European countries. 9 The main cause of the collapse in participation, which is in turn the main cause of the decline in the employment rate, has to be connected to the reform of the higher education system approved in Italy at the end of the 1990s. In a peculiar interpretation of the Bologna process, the reform introduced two degree levels. 10 The new programmes, introduced with the so-called 3 + 2 reform, are composed of two cycles: a three-year first-level degree, called the Laurea Triennale, and a two-year second-level degree, called the Laurea Magistrale. Achieving a first-level degree is required for enrolment in the second-level. From a purely quantitative standpoint, the sharp increase over the decade in the number of graduates aged 20 -24 and the significant increase in the number of students who have finished tertiary education are positive results of the reform.
11 But the reform has seriously failed (at least so far) to accelerate the entry of young graduates into the labour market. The first-level degrees aimed at shortening university courses for a vast majority of students have failed to achieve this acceleration. The current, massive enrolment of first-level graduates in second level university courses has de facto undermined this acceleration. To a large extent, the effect of the reform has been to lengthen degree courses (replacing the previous four-year degree courses with the new 3 + 2 pro- 9 The very special features of the Italian evolution in the employment of young graduates are widely analyzed in Potestio (2011) [10] . 10 A system "based on two main cycles" was the European target in the Bologna Declaration. "Access to the second cycle-it was statedshall require successful completion of first cycle studies, lasting a minimum of three years. The second cycle should lead to the master and/or doctorate degree as in many European countries". A baroque structure, rather far from that designed in the Bologna Declaration, has been adopted in Italy. This structure is composed by two degree levels, two master levels, each following the related degree level, and a third level, the doctorate. 11 These results make Italy's position a little less distant from the other five countries. Consider that in 2000, in the 20 -24 age group, the number of graduates in Italy was about half that in the smaller Belgium and that in 2010 male graduates are still less than half the number in France and the UK, while female graduates are just over half. The very different position of Italy (for example, within the OECD countries) in the ranking by per capita income and in the ranking by the proportion of graduates in the population is unfortunately a question to which no particular attention has been devoted by scholars. Today, however, a more urgent question is the possibility for Italy to achieve sustained growth in the future without more efficient university courses than those realized under the 3 + 2 reform. 7 The increase in the number of female graduates is much smaller at +3%. France and Belgium are the only countries in which the gender ratio decreases slightly in the decade (from 1.7 in 2000 to 1.5 in 2010 in Belgium and from 1.5 in 2000 to 1.3 in 2010 in France). 8 The complex French higher education system, the original interpretation of the Bologna Process, the strengthening of vocational programmes and the success of this orientation are well documented and analyzed in [9] . grammes), and thus to delay further the entry of young Italian graduates into the labour market.
No single conclusion can be drawn from the comparison between the six countries. A wide range of processes emerges in the decade. A certain decrease in the employment rate in Germany and United Kingdom, due to the reduction in participation and occurred before the impact of the crisis, has contributed to reducing a few differences. The progress of the male segment in France and the female segments in Spain and France are the most important gender aspects. As regards the relative importance of the two factors-participation and unemployment-the former has a major role in the observed processes. The activity rate effect supports the growth in employment rates in France and strongly depresses employment in Belgium and Italy. But this major role is not uniform. In Spain the unemployment rate effect appears dominant, both during growth and recession. The impact of and the reaction to the crisis also appear diversified. Spain, United Kingdom and Belgium suffer the impact of the crisis the most. Moreover, the reduction in participation, following or joining an increase in unemployment, is an interesting aspect that considerably differentiates countries and genders. Overall, the severity of the unemployment problem grows worse at the end of the decade, mainly among male graduates. Quite apart from the effects of the crisis, the progress in participation is rather limited, and delayed entry into the labour market remains a widespread problem. In Italy the problem is by now quite serious.
Graduates Aged 25 -29
Turbulence in labour markets is much lower within the 25 -29 age group. Employment rates are obviously higher (Table 5) , fluctuations in activity and unemployment rates are much smaller, even under the impact of the crisis, and the differences between countries are more limited. In 2000 France is in an intermediate position between Belgium, Germany and the UK, where employment rates are around 90%, and Spain and Italy, where the rates are 71% and 61%, respectively. At the end of the decade Italy's position is, again, quite isolated and differences among the other countries appear reduced. As regards the paths followed in the decade (Figure 2 ), Spain records a strong increase in the employment rate until 2007, followed by a sharp reduction that brings the rate back to its initial level. Only France shows an increase in the employment rate over the decade, while some decline is observed in Belgium and United Kingdom and a significant decline in Italy. The rate fluctuates in Germany and suffers some reduction in the final years of the decade.
Gender differences are significant. In Spain the growth in employment among women exactly compensates for the decrease in the male rate. By contrast, France records a similar increase in employment in both gender segments. It is also interesting to note that among the six countries the male rate increases only in France. The decline in male employment is substantial in Italy and much larger than the decrease in female employment. Some decline in both gender segments is recorded in the United Kingdom and Belgium, while in Germany the decrease in the male rate is partially offset by the increase in the female rate. Except in the UK, where the male rate remains about 5 percentage points above the female rate, at the end of the decade the gender rates are rather close overall in this age group.
12
To analyze the contribution of the activity and unemployment rate effects to the movements in employment in this age group let us concentrate on the periods 2000-2007 and 2008-2010 . For each gender segment Table 6 sums the two effects and the second order corrections in each year in the two periods. Most of the features observed among younger graduates are also present in the 25 -29 age group. The size of the changes and effects are smaller almost everywhere, but the direction remains the same almost everywhere as well.
Negative activity and unemployment rate effects in both gender segments accompany the decline in employment in Belgium in the period 2000-2007. The impact of the crisis then produces a further reduction in participation among men and a further increase in unemployment among women. These two effects lead to an additional decline in employment rates for both genders.
Some decline in male employment driven by a negative activity rate effect is observed in the United Kingdom in he years [2000] [2001] [2002] [2003] [2004] [2005] [2006] [2007] . Subsequently, the impact of the t Rapid growth in both gender rates characterizes Spain in the period 2000-2007. The unemployment rate effect is the main determinant of this growth, especially in the female segment. The impact of the crisis is very strong, once again acting mainly through the unemployment rate effect. This impact is especially negative for male graduates, and it is interesting to note that among women the activity rate effect remains positive even in 2008-2010. France is the only country in which male and female employment increases in both periods. The composition of this increase is rather different between the gender segments. In the period 2000-2007, the male employment rate is supported by the activity rate effect, while the female rate is driven by the unemployment rate effect. The opposite is recorded in 2008-2010: participation supports the increase in the female rate, while the reduction in the unemployment rate is dominant among men.
A very special pattern also characterises the gender segments in Italy. A strong decline in activity in both gender segments accompanies a highly positive unemployment rate effect in both gender segments in the period 2000-2007, which indicates a dominant problem on the side of participation in this period. The net result of the period is a marked fall in the male rate, while the two effects offset each other among women. Subsequently, the impact of the crisis is significant both on participation and unemployment. The two negative effects depress the male rate further and give rise to a significant decrease in the female rate. The particular processes in Italy produce a ratio between the weights (1 -u) and a that is higher at the end of the decade than those observed in all the other countries. Naturally, this evolution weakens the unemployment rate effect.
The very poor performance of Italian graduates even in the 25 -29 age group is again apparently connected with the Italian reform of the higher education system. In Potestio (2011) a strong difference in the movements in participation and unemployment of first-and secondlevel graduates since 2004 is emphasised. Participation falls drastically among first-level graduates, while it increases among second-level graduates. Symmetrically, unemployment decreases significantly among secondlevel graduates, while it increases among first-level graduates, in particular among male graduates in the late 2000s. Some connection between the decline in the (male and female) participation of first-level graduates and the general lengthening of the time spent in education on the one hand, and the major difficulties experienced by male first-level graduates in labour market placement and jobs on the other have had an important role in the poor results of Italian graduates in this age group.
Despite the fact that the magnitude of the changes is generally smaller, significant processes also emerge from the comparison between the six countries in the 25 -29 age group. The activity rate effect continues to have a major role, whereas the unemployment rate effect is, again, dominant in Spain. The impact of the crisis differs appreciably between the countries. Again, an interesting aspect is the range of reactions of participation: in Germany, male participation falls appreciably, which contributes to mitigating the unemployment rate effect in the late 2000s. In Spain, the participation of female graduates continues to grow, despite the large increase in unemployment. Nor does participation in both gender segments in the United Kingdom appear to be affected by the crisis. Overall, etting aside the particular developments in Italy, the significant reduction of differences in employment rates among the female segments is the most positive aspect of the decade.
Conclusions
The paper has sought to assess the relative importance of participation and unemployment and the interaction between them in affecting the evolution of employment rates of young graduates in selected European countries. The investigation using the Taylor formula on the evolution of employment rates underscores very different processes and a remarkable, persistent heterogeneity in labour markets for young graduates. We conclude by summing up the main aspects and issues that emerge from our investigation.
1) Some processes of involution have occurred in young graduate labour markets, independently of the crisis of the late 2000s. A clear and rapid involution has occurred in Italy, one that appears strongly connected with the reform of the higher education system at the end of 1990s. The reform has de facto slowed the entry of graduates into the labour market by extending the length of degree courses. On the other hand, problems involving labour market placement and jobs for first-level graduates (in both age groups) combine in maintaining comparatively higher levels of unemployment in Italy. The poor results of Italian higher education policy require new interventions. Simplifying and increasing the efficiency of the organization of degree courses as well as removing restrictions on access to a range of professions for firstlevel graduates should be policy priorities. Belgium also experiences a severe involution (which accelerates in the late 2000s) among younger graduates. The strong perfor-mance of this segment in Belgium at the start of the decade deteriorates sharply over the period. In both countries participation has a major role in depressing employment. The processes in Italy and, especially, in Belgium certainly remain open to further analysis.
2) Progress has been curbed to a significant extent by the crisis of the late 2000s. The impact of the crisis is particularly severe in Spain, where it has erased the remarkable progress made earlier. The crisis significantly affects the United Kingdom, but has only slowed growth in France. The growth in participation supports the increases in employment in France, whereas unemployment has a major role in the opposite movement of employment in Spain and in the decline in the late 2000s in the United Kingdom. A relevant aspect is the different sensitivity of participation to the crisis and to the movements in unemployment among countries and genders. The most common phenomenon is a significant sensitivity of participation to the crisis, an aspect that could rise interesting analytical questions.
3) Gender differences are very interesting. On a general plane, the stronger growth of degrees among women and the widespread increase in female employment rates are recent, clearly important phenomena. How higher employment among young female graduates is characterizing by country, sector, field of studies and career are crucial questions, still largely open to analysis, to be explored in evaluating these phenomena. In our specific comparisons, the progress in female employment in Spain and France, the particular growth of male employment in France and the different effects that have supported these developments deserve special attention. Overall, apart from Italy, the narrower differences in female employment levels in the remaining five countries represent the most significant progress in the decade.
4) In conclusion, the heterogeneity of labour markets for young graduates in 2000 assumes different characteristics at the end of the decade but remains substantial. The leading performance of France and the lagging performance of Italy are a major part of these changing characteristics. The results in both countries are significantly connected with innovations or new structures of the higher education system, which confirms the crucial role that the structure of higher education plays in facilitating the matching of the demand for and supply of labour and in accelerating the entry of young graduates into labour markets.
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